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ABSTRACT

This study comprises an analysis of two contemporary tactical airpower
commanders from World War 11, Lieutenant General Elwood “Pete” Quesada and
Generalfeldmarschall Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen. It attempts to determine how
they succeeded where others failed. Whether solving operational issues, developing
technical innovations, or devising logistic solutions, these commanders transcended
service-centric doctrine and loyalties in order to achieve their objectives. The author
searches for common elements among their personal background, professional education,
officer development, and operational experience that help explain their uncommon
triumphs. The analysis includes both external and internal factors to determine which is
dominant. The final section includes five recommendations intended for those who
conduct officer accession, professional development, and promotion boards. The
ultimate objective is to provide timeless criteria that transcend technological
advancements and the changing character of war.
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Introduction

History does not entrust the care of freedom to the weak or the timid.

-- General Dwight Eisenhower

During World War 11, certain air force generals demonstrated an uncommon
ability to succeed on the battlefield in spite of considerable obstacles. Whether solving
operational issues, developing technical innovations, or devising logistic solutions, these
commanders transcended service-centric doctrine and loyalties in order to achieve their
objectives. Are there common elements among their personal background, professional
education, officer development, and operational experience that helps explain their
success? This paper will examine two contemporary tactical airpower commanders,
Lieutenant General Elwood “Pete” Quesada and Generalfeldmarschall Wolfram Freiherr
von Richthofen, in an attempt to answer this important question.

Although this paper focuses on air force generals, any findings are relevant to all
military services. In addition to the USAF, the US Army, Navy, and Marine Corps all
strive to optimize recruitment, training, and professional development of their future
leaders. They all use selection boards, officer development courses, and career planning
pyramids to find, cultivate, and promote their officers. The US military today, as a
volunteer force, enjoys the most professional and capable officer corps in history. To
some extent, however, all branches still struggle with service-centric mindsets, adherence
to parochial and obsolete doctrine, and resistance to new technologies that they see as a
threat to either. Quesada and von Richthofen not only successfully overcame these
issues, but they did so under wartime conditions.

In researching these men, this study draws heavily on primary source documents
stored at the Air Force Historical Research Agency (AFHRA). When available, it uses

official messages, general orders, personal interviews, and unit histories. Immediately



after World War I1, former German commanders conducted several official air force
historical studies regarding German operations during the war. These studies provide a
rare insight into how the Luftwaffe viewed and conducted its Blitzkrieg operations. When
necessary, this paper uses secondary and tertiary sources to fill in the gaps and provide a
balanced perspective.

Using these sources, this paper will conduct a combination of qualitative and
historical research. Looking at these generals in turn, it will explore their personal
background, professional education, and operational experience. When possible, it
focuses on their individual impact in an attempt to isolate personal characteristics or
actions that seemed most effective. This paper will then comparatively analyze the two
generals, focusing on external then internal factors, to determine if they share these key
elements. Finally, while acknowledging the limited scope of this study, it will make an
appropriate recommendation regarding any findings.

The ultimate goal is to provide those who conduct officer acquisition, training,
and professional development with timeless criteria that will help them select and
cultivate their future leaders. The human element in virtually any military operation
remains both the most crucial and weakest link. Throughout history, some commanders
have faced technologically and numerically superior forces, yet somehow emerged
victorious. The US today is conducting overseas contingency operations in every corner
of the world while tackling a financial crisis not seen since the Great Depression. Now
more than ever, the nation demands military officers that have the ability, vision, and

courage to lead the US through these tumultuous times.



Chapter 2

Lieutenant General Elwood “Pete” Quesada

I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat....You ask, what is our
policy? | say it is to wage war by land, sea, and air. War with all our might and
with all the strength God has given us, and to wage war against a monstrous
tyranny never surpassed in the dark and lamentable catalogue of human crime.
That is our policy. You ask, what is our aim? | can answer in one word. It is
victory. Victory at all costs-Victory in spite of all terrors-Victory, however long
and hard the road may be, for without victory there is no survival.

-- Sir Winston Churchill.

VICINITY OF ST. LO, FRANCE, 1 AUGUST 1944, 1015 HOURS. Allied
forces rapidly advanced past St. Lo and IX Tactical Air Command (TAC) was struggling
to keep up with the changing ground picture. Major General Elwood R. “Pete” Quesada,
commander of IX TAC, grabbed Colonel Blair Garland, his signal officer, and headed to
a forward unit for the latest intelligence. "Hop in the jeep, Garland,” Quesada said, “We
are going up to the 70™ Wing and see how things are going.” As soon as he arrived at the
70" Quesada walked up to the wing intelligence officer. Quesada inquired, “What’s the
situation?” “Well, sir, at 9 o’clock...,” the Lieutenant Colonel began. “Goddammit,
when | left the headquarters that was the situation,” Quesada barked. “What is it now?"*

Now furious, Quesada stormed up to the 70" Wing Commander, Brigadier
General James McCauley, who greeted him with open arms. “Everything is going great,”
McCauley said. Quesada repeated his question, “Well, what is the situation?” “At 9
o’clock...,” McCauley began. Quesada went straight up in the air, “Goddammit, | bet my
headquarters knows more about this than you do!” Grabbing the telephone, Quesada
barked at the hapless operator, “Give me my headquarters!” The operator, thoroughly
unseated, promptly connected Quesada to the quartermaster by accident. Quesada
slammed the phone down. “Nothing works in this goddamn command, nothing! It’s the

! Blair Garland, interview by Hugh Ahmann, 7 June 1982, transcript, K239.0512-1332 (Maxwell AFB, AL:
USAF Historical Research Center, 1984), 148.



worst communication system I ever saw!” With that Quesada grabbed Colonel Gilbert
Meyers, a hapless bystander, jJumped in the jeep and thundered off to the front to see for
himself. Abandoned by his commander and pretty sure he had just been fired, Garland
borrowed another jeep and drove fifty-five miles back to headquarters where he packed
his bags. “Well, that’s the end of me,” he thought to himself.?

Meanwhile, Quesada and Meyers drove up to Major General Charlie Gerhardt,
29" Infantry Division Commander. Quesada announced that he was driving ahead to
Villebaudon, where the Second Armored Division was spearheading the advance.’
“Mighty fine,” Gerhardt replied, offering them a guide. “Hell, no,” Quesada retorted,
“I’m used to moving among the enemy. I’m an airman. | can find my way.™ A few
minutes later Quesada was weaving among the Sherman tanks at the front when they
came upon a Tiger tank that had just punched in from the flanks.

“Say, that German tank there does not look like it’s been knocked out,” Quesada
observed. He was right; just then an armor piercing shell slammed into Quesada’s jeep
and went right under his seat, taking out the axle. The jeep, now useless, collapsed to the
ground. Quesada and Meyers dove headlong into the adjacent hedges for cover. After
the coast was clear they crawled along a ditch then scurried back behind friendly lines.
Quesada eventually made his way back to IX TAC headquarters and ran into Garland two
days later. “You know, I have been thinking about this,” Quesada said, apologizing in
his own way. “You are the best goddamn signal officer | ever saw.” With that Garland
unpacked his bags; he later reflected that Quesada would “occasionally blow his top, and
he would always come back and say he was sorry.”® In a relentless quest to push IX
TAC to the limit, Quesada’s aggressive nature would occasionally get the better of him.
This was war, however, and Quesada was not afraid to step on toes in order to get the job

done.

2 Garland, interview by Ahmann, K239.0512-1332, 149.

® Thomas Hughes, Overlord: General Pete Quesada and the Triumph of Tactical Airpower in World War I
(New York, NY: The Free Press, 1995), 229.

* Joseph Ewing, 29, Let’s Go, 112.

® Garland, interview by Ahmann, K239.0512-1332, 149.



Personal Background

Elwood Richard Quesada was born on 13 April 1904 in Washington DC; his
father was a Spanish banker and his mother an Irish-American from New York City. In
his own words, Elwood was “basically an immigrant.”® Both of his parents were devout
Catholics and raised Elwood accordingly. Unfortunately, they had a turbulent marriage
as neither could agree on where to live. Although owning a residence in Washington as a
part of his banking business, Elwood’s father argued that the family should live in Spain.
His mother, on the other hand, was concerned about bringing up children in Spain,
considering it a backward country with inferior medical care. His parents divorced over
this issue when he was just a child.’

In accordance with contemporary customs, Elwood, his older sister, and two older
brothers stayed with their mother in Washington DC. On several occasions Elwood
traveled to Spain and visited his father, considering him “a decent, God-fearing man with
an abundance of Spanish pride, which was to a young boy, attractive in those days.”
Elwood’s moral and religious upbringing was a mainstay that he embraced throughout his
career and life.?

In both high school and college, Quesada showed a clear preference for athletics
over academics. Although a self-professed “fair” student in high school, Quesada
compensated for his academic indifference as a capable quarterback for the football team.
He was also a member of the baseball, basketball, tennis, and track teams. When
Quesada attended the University of Maryland in 1923 he became moderately well-known
as their quarterback.’

When school was out for the summer, Quesada sometimes worked as a lifeguard
at the Tidal Basin Bathing Beach in Washington. One day, while Quesada was rowing
the lifeboat in the basin, Millard “Tiny” Harmon, a lieutenant in the Air Service, swam up
and hung on. Quesada, in his admittedly “arrogant way...told him to get off the boat.”
Tiny had refereed some of Quesada’s games and noted his aggressive yet competent

® John Frisbee, ed., Makers of the United States Air Force (Maxwell AFB, AL: Office of Air Force History,
1987), 178.

" Elwood Quesada, interview by Steve Long and Ralph Stevenson, 12 May 1975, transcript, K239.0512-
838 (Maxwell AFB, AL: USAF Historical Research Center, 1984), 1.

® Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 2.

° Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 3-9.



nature; he just smiled back and asked, “What are you going to next year?” Quesada,
looking askance at him, replied he was going back to the University of Maryland. Tiny
countered with an offer to take him on an airplane ride, “Come on, and go with me to
Brooks Field.”'® The offer intrigued Quesada and the next day he flew for the first of
what would be many times at Bolling Field. It was love at first sight, thus marking a non-
traditional beginning to an exemplary career.

When Quesada entered the military in the fall of 1924, he was an unlikely
candidate to become a distinguished general. Quesada did not come from a military
family nor did he attend a military academy. He did not share a sense of destiny and
mission, which has driven so many other military leaders. In fact, it appears that timing
and luck had more to do with his entry than anything else. Quesada entered the Air
Service with few expectations and even fewer preconceptions. He held no preconceived
notions of strategic airpower doctrine, nor was he concerned or likely even aware at the
time of the Air Service’s ongoing struggle for independence from the Army. Free of
these intellectual and moral burdens, Quesada could simply apply his natural talent to the

task at hand without worrying about its future implications for the new air arm.

Early Military Career

Two days after his demonstration flight with Tiny Harmon, Quesada was on his
way to Brooks Field in San Antonio for initial flight training. From the beginning,
Quesada’s military career would prove truly unique. Soon after Quesada arrived at
Brooks, he began playing as quarterback for the base football team. Unfortunately, one
day Quesada broke his leg playing against the University of Texas and immediately fell
behind in the training program.™* As the holiday break approached, it did not seem
Quesada would be in San Antonio long enough to greet the New Year. This is where
First Lieutenant Nathan Twining, future Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, intervened
to save what would have been a very short career. Twining sacrificed his holiday break

and for the next two weeks flew with the barely-healed Quesada every day.> Quesada

19 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 10-11.
' Frisbee, Makers of the United States Air Force, 178.
12 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 13.
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impressed Twining with his natural flying skill. When the holidays were over, Quesada
had caught up with his classmates. Due to his broken leg, Quesada only flew eighty
hours as opposed to the standard 100 training hours, but it was enough to graduate on
time. Quesada and Twining remained friends as he, “was always grateful to Nate for
keeping me in.” This was an auspicious start to Quesada’s career highlights his uncanny
knack for forming important associates.*®

Six months after graduating from primary flight school in February 1925,
Quesada earned a slot in the pursuit training course, which he thoroughly enjoyed.
Unfortunately, the air service soon released Quesada along with several other young
pilots; this was common practice during the frugal interwar years. Quesada was mildly
disappointed to leave the service in the fall of 1925, but he had gone to Texas mostly on a
whim anyway. Over the next two years, Quesada flowed through a series of unique jobs:
first trying his hand at baseball with the St. Louis Cardinals, then working with his older
brother Buddy in his charter fishing business in Florida, and finally taking a job with the
Criminal Investigation Division with the Treasury Department in Detroit.**

As interesting and diverse as these various occupations may have appeared at the
time, none of them held Quesada’s interest for very long. Quesada was in love with
flying and there was no cure; in the spring of 1927, he resolved to return to the Air
Service one way or another.” Timing was on his side this time as Congress, with broad
political support, had recently passed the Air Corps Act of 1926. Aside from changing
the name of the Air Service to the Air Corps, this act called for a “twofold increase in
manpower and a net addition of 1,800 planes by 1932.” Quesada quit his job, moved
back to his mother’s house in Washington DC, took the “Army Air Corps Competitive
Examination,” and was one of one hundred applicants competing for eighteen positions.*

Quesada made the cut and reentered active duty as an Army pilot in April 1927,
his first assignment was in an engineering billet at Bolling Field. This relatively low-key
position gave Quesada ample time to enjoy his newly reacquired passion. Bolling’s

mission was to provide air service for dignitaries in Washington, which meant that the

3 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 13.

14 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 25.

15 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 26.

16 John Shiner, Foulois and the U.S. Army Air Corps, 1931-1935 (Washington, DC: Office of Air Force
History, U.S. Air Force, 1984), 31-33, and Hughes, Overlord, 31.
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base maintained a diverse array of aircraft. Quesada along with his naturally adventurous
spirit took great advantage of this opportunity and he flew everything he could get his
hands on as often as possible. His flying skills continued to improve dramatically.

Aircraft and flying techniques were still new in the 1920 and crashes were
common. Quesada did seem to have more than his share, however; he would crash eight
times throughout his career.!” He actually was an outstanding pilot and probably crashed
more often because he was always in the air. In any case, he learned from his
experiences, both good and bad. His rapid improvement in flying skills while at Bolling
Field did not go unnoticed. Captain Ira Eaker, already one of the best-known pilots in the
service, remarked Quesada showed “signs of being a very good pilot.”*® Eaker was not
alone as Quesada’s love of flying and the mission at Bolling conspired to bring him in
contact with current and future Air Corps leadership.*

Quesada particularly enjoyed the Loening Amphibian, a rather rare and difficult
aircraft, which few pilots could or would fly. Once again, Quesada’s adventurous nature
would pay great dividends. In May 1928, the German embassy asked the Air Corps for
help in recovery of the “Bremen,” a German aircraft stranded on Greeley Island off the
Labrador coast. Major General James Fechet, chief of the Air Corps, leapt at the
opportunity for favorable press promoting the revitalized air arm and hurriedly formed an
expedition using the two Loenings at Bolling.”

Fechet departed with both aircraft and four other pilots on 11 May, but one of the
pilots fell ill at the first stopover and he needed a replacement. Capt Eaker, one of the
pilots chosen for the mission, reminded Fechet that Quesada was an experienced
amphibian pilot and suggested him as a replacement.”* Fechet agreed. Quesada flew up
the next day and took his place in the lead aircraft alongside Fechet himself. The trip was

a week-long adventure in which both aircraft were almost lost in tremendously sour

Y Hughes, Overlord, 29.

'8 |ra Eaker, interview by Hugh Ahmann, 10 February 1975, transcript, K239.0512-829 (Maxwell AFB,
AL: USAF Historical Research Center, 1982), 155.

19 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 29.

% Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 35.

2 James Parton, “Air Force Spoken Here:”” General Ira Eaker and the Command of the Air (Bethesda,
MD: Adler and Adler, 1986), 69.
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weather, but in the end, they successfully reached the Germans with much fanfare.
Fechet was very pleased with the positive press the event generated for the Air Corps.?

For Quesada’s part, the Bremen rescue operation was his official introduction into
the power circles of the Army. An incredibly rare opportunity especially for a new
lieutenant, Quesada had spent several days alone with the highest-ranking member of the
Air Corps, something almost inconceivable in the modern military. Quesada performed
extremely well during the Bremen ordeal and from that point on Fechet, according to Ira
Eaker, developed “a marked preference for the young Quesada.”®® In July 1928 Fechet
made Quesada his flying aide.?

Quesada’s good fortune continued unabated. Later that year Eaker set up the
Question Mark mission in an attempt to prove that aerial refueling was feasible.
Although Eaker already had an affinity for the young pilot, it helped that Quesada
worked for Fechet: the man whose support Eaker needed. Eaker invited both Quesada
and another up-and-coming officer, Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, to join in on the adventure.”®
Both pilots eagerly agreed. Eaker later remarked that Quesada, a Roman Catholic,
prayed at his bedside the night before departing on the first night of the flight west, “He
did not allow our presence to prevent him from showing his religious convictions. |
know this courage in the youngster impressed all of us very much.”?

Fechet, always on the lookout for favorable press for the Air Service, fully
supported the mission.?” On 1 January 1929, the Question Mark lifted off for what would
be an 11,000 mile flight over 150 hours, 40 minutes, and 15 seconds; this shattered all
previous records for distance and endurance.?® They would have gone even longer, but
near the end Quesada commented, “One motor sounds all right, but doesn’t look so good.

22 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 50.

2 Hughes, Overlord, 34.

2 Frisbee, Makers of the United States Air Force, 180.

% |ra Eaker, interview by Hugh Ahmann, 10 February 1975, transcript, K239.0512-829 (Maxwell AFB,
AL: USAF Historical Research Center, 1982) 155.

% Bill Gilbert, Airpower: Heroes and Heroism in American Flight Missions, 1916 to Today (New York,
NY: Citadel Press, 2003), 34.

" Quesada Interview 1988, 3.

%8 B, Chance Saltzman and Thomas Searle, Introduction to the United States Air Force (Maxwell AFB, AL:
Air University Press, 2001), 10.
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It is slowing up. We can’t trust our ears anymore. It looks as though the human being
would outlast the motors. They are going fast.”?

While still in flight, Quesada penned a letter to his mother and referred to Charles
Lindbergh’s famous 1927 transoceanic flight. Showing his lighter side he wrote, “Now |
will have something to bounce off Lindy whenever he boasts too much about that little
hop he made.”® The flight gained world renown and after landing, President Coolidge
awarded the pilots the Distinguished Flying Cross. This fame followed Quesada and the
other pilots into World War 11.3

Quesada’s exploits continued through the interwar years. Through a combination
of his reputation, flying skill, and luck, he continued to fill several billets as an aide to
several important leaders. After Fechet retired, Major General Benjamin Foulois, his
replacement, assigned Quesada to Cuba as an attaché and pilot for the US Ambassador,
Harry Guggenheim.** Guggenheim traveled often and did not mind flying in austere
conditions. The aggressive Quesada gained valuable experience flying, “in a hell of a lot
of lousy weather.” After two “marvelous” years, Foulois brought Quesada back to the
states and made him the personal pilot for the Assistant Secretary of War for Air, Trubee
Davison.®

At the time, the Air Corps was struggling for funding along with the rest of the
war department. For example, Foulois once remarked that the administration’s funding
allocation would only buy 375 planes; the air services had projected 466 would either be
worn out or destroyed by 30 June 1934. Davison agreed, adding the Air Corps would be
389 aircraft short of the 1,800 “serviceable” planes authorized in the administration’s

budget proposal.**

Quesada had just started working for Davison when the Depression-
era government reduction program cut his position.*® On a positive note, for the next
sixty days Davison and Quesada visited every major air-arm installation in a “sort of

farewell tour,” giving Quesada an unprecedented amount of visibility throughout the Air

% H. H. Windsor, ed., “The Flight of the ?,” Popular Mechanics, Vol 51, No 3, March 1929, 355.

* Gilbert, Airpower, 38.

* Quesada Interview 1988, 3

% Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 60.
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Service.*® After Davison left, Quesada was ready for a change of pace. Hoping to steer
away from aide duty and back to a more traditional career, Quesada attended an advanced
navigation school. During school, Quesada noted he was both “a student and
instructor...because | had a lot more experience on instrument flying than most.”*’

At the same time Quesada was finishing his class, in a dramatic stroke President
Roosevelt canceled the “corrupt” air-mail civilian contracts. Roosevelt asked if the Air
Corps could step in and save the day; Foulois leaped at the opportunity.”®® On 15
February 1934, Quesada along with 268 pilots, 340 enlisted men, and 146 planes were
positioned throughout the country to deliver the mail.** Unfortunately, as there was
significant pressure to get the job done the Air Service experienced an atrocious number
of weather-related accidents. Few of the young pilots had much experience with adverse
flying conditions. President Roosevelt, already under Congressional scrutiny for his New
Deal programs, wrote Secretary of War George Dern a letter stating, “The continuation of
the deaths in the Army Air Corps must stop.”*® Something had to be done fast in order to
salvage the Air Service’s reputation.

In a valiant attempt to generate some much-needed positive press, Foulois ordered
a B-10 bomber laden with mail from California to New York in an attempt to break the
transcontinental speed record. Quesada once again happened to be at the right place at
the right time. On 8 May the aircraft departed, but the pilot became ill over Indiana and
landed in Cleveland. Quesada, by chance in Cleveland at the time, joined the group
gathering around the aircraft. None of them knew how to fly the new bomber, although
they noted Quesada had the most diverse experience of the lot. The group of pilots
agreed Quesada should fly the B-10 on to New York. Foulois noticeably relaxed when
hearing of the solution. “Quesada,” he told an aide, “can fly anything.”*

Quesada and his mechanic boarded the aircraft and flew on to New York,
finishing the trip in a total of fourteen hours and eight minutes. This was forty-nine
minutes short of Eddie Rickenbacker’s record, which he set as a commercial airline pilot

% Hughes, Overlord, 39.

% Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 87.
% Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 87.
¥ Hughes, Overlord, 41.
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flying a modified Douglas DC-2. Many Air Corps pilots, still “fuming” over
Rickenbacker’s comment that their high mail-delivery accident rate was tantamount to
“legalized murder,” let it be known that Rickenbacker “had made three fewer stops and
had flown 279 fewer miles on his flight.”** Unfortunately, nothing could save the Air
Corps’ valiant attempt at mail delivery, as the dismal safety record terminated the
program in May. It took Foulois’ career along with it. In a report to the Baker Board,
convened to conduct an investigation that would terminate the Air Corps’ mail-delivery
attempt, Dern remarked, “It appears that the experience of the Army Air Corps in
carrying the mail has raised doubts about the general efficiency of the Army Air Force.”™
For his part, however, Quesada clearly benefited once again from his initiative and good
fortune.

Through the next year Quesada moved through several flying aide billets for
important figures such as Hugh Johnson, administrator of the New Deal’s National
Recovery Administration, and Secretary of War Dern. Most important was his time with
then Colonel George C. Marshall, then Commandant of the Infantry School. Quesada
was surprised to note that Marshall, although an infantryman to the core, “nonetheless
exhibited none of the knee-jerk service parochialism so common to the period.”** Later
in life, Quesada reflected that Marshall “was the fairest man in the service, the biggest
man the service has ever developed, certainly in the last century.”* Marshall had nothing
against airpower. On the contrary, he truly enjoyed personally flying with Quesada and
spent more time in the cockpit at Benning than he did at any other time in his career.

While flying Marshall to Army bases throughout the US, Quesada gained an
appreciation for the sacrifices the Army endured in order to support a rapidly growing Air
Corps. Buildings had fallen into disrepair, equipment was shockingly obsolete, and
armories still had many World War | era weapons. Although funding was already tight
during the interwar years, the Air Corps was drawing an increasing share of the total
budget; this is apparent when reviewing the five-year program authorized under the Air
Corps Act of 1926. According to the War Department, in 1926 the Air Corps received
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12.7% of the $267 million budget. It steadily climbed over the next five years to 21% in
1932 when the budget peaked at $345 million. The total budget decreased to a low of
$243 million during the next three years as part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, but
climbed once again starting in 1936. By 1939, the total war budget was $480 million and
the Air Corps’ portion climbed along with it to 28.1%.%° At a time when aircraft numbers
grew from 903 to 1646, the Infantry had not purchased even a single rifle.*’

Quesada took these observations to heart. The Army was suffering through
deplorable conditions while at the same time Quesada’s pilot colleagues complained that
the Air Corps was not getting the recognition it deserved. There were too many Air
Corps officers such as Eaker, who Quesada felt “was obsessed with the Air Force and
obsessed with them getting to be a separate Air Force. He was very much of the opinion
that we were unappreciated, that the Army didn't like us. He was paranoid.”*

From the Army’s point of view, the Air Corps was behaving like a spoiled child.
Pilots seemed to have no idea that the Army was enduring substantial cuts in order to
fund the Air Corps’ burgeoning romance with the airplane. Quesada, who was never an
indoctrinated airpower zealot, fully understood and perhaps somewhat identified with the
average Army line officer’s weariness with pilot complaints. During his time with
Marshall, Quesada gained a rare insight that would have been nearly impossible without
this excellent opportunity.*®

Although this assignment lasted only three months, it had a profound effect on
Quesada. In addition to appreciating the relationship between the Army and Air Corps,
Quesada gained respect from the man who literally ran the American war effort in World
War Il. This would pay dividends on more than one future occasion, as Marshall would
remember and later support Quesada’s progression. Presaging another beneficial
relationship, Quesada also met Omar Bradley while at Fort Benning. A few years down
the road, Bradley and Quesada would forge what would become one of the closest
working relationships between ground and air generals in the history of the US military.
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After Benning, Quesada returned to Washington and for a short time served as air attaché
to General Headquarters Air Force Commander Major General Frank Andrews.
Quesada’s early military career reads like a novel. At first glance, it appears he
simply was always in the right place at the right time. Although luck did indeed play a
great role in Quesada’s early adventures in the Air Corps, his positive, aggressive attitude
combined with his natural flying talent deserves the lion’s share of the credit. Luck may
initially have opened the door for Quesada, but from that point on his determination and
skill propelled him to otherwise unattainable heights. He never turned down a challenge
and volunteered for every flying opportunity he could; the leadership quickly found
Quesada a “go to” guy. In situations such as the Bremen rescue, Air Corps air-mail
episode, and B-10 record-flight, air leaders with a problem turned to Quesada because
they knew he could get the job done. This important personal trait helped distinguish

Quesada as a potential air commander.

Professional Development

In the spring of 1935 Quesada finally took a break from air attaché duty and
attended the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS) in Montgomery, Alabama. While at
ACTS, Quesada learned that strategic bombardment theory drove most of the curriculum.
Although authors of the 1926 Tactical School text noted, “because of lack of experience
any statement on the influence of strategic air operations on future warfare was a matter
of conjecture,” this did not prevent ACTS from embracing the fledgling theory.® By
1930, “the concept of the primacy of bombardment was firmly established at the Tactical
School,” as the authors of that year’s school text, “left no doubt that in their opinion
pursuit could not guarantee immunity from hostile air attack, and consequently that the
only way to gain control of the air was through a determined bomber offensive.”*

Brigadier General William Mitchell probably “had the most decided influence” on
ACTS. Mitchell developed his idea that, “airplane bombing...will have a great effect on

all the operations” from speaking with legendary figures such as Marshal of the Royal

*® Robert Finney, History of the Air Corps Tactical School, 1920-1940, USAF Historical Study 100
(Maxwell AFB, AL: USAF Historical Division, Air University, 1955), 30.
*! Finney, History of the Air Corps Tactical School, 31.

14


http:theory.50

Air Force Hugh Trenchard.>* Mitchell claimed, “The time honored method of winning
wars, by the defeat of an enemy’s armies in the field had lost its significance in the face
of a strategic revolution. Wars carried on through the air, promised to make war briefer,
more humane, and less expensive because industries once destroyed could not be
replaced in the duration of modern wars.”*?

In the early 1920s during a trip to Italy, Mitchell likely met and exchanged ideas
with Douhet, one of the first air theoreticians. Although Mitchell “never alluded to
Douhet’s possible influence on his thinking,” the concept of the primacy of bombing is
central to Douhet’s theory in Command of the Air.>* Douhet claimed, “aerial warfare
admits of no defense, only offense. We must therefore resign ourselves to the offensive
the enemy inflicts upon us, while striving to put all our resources to work to inflict even
heavier ones upon him.”* Douhet thus recommended building an “Independent Air
Force” which can first “possess strength enough to conquer the command of the air” then
“crush the material and moral resistance of the enemy.”®

By 1933, an early English translation of Douhet’s ideas reached ACTS and
American theorists began citing the “Italian authority...as further evidence of the
soundness of their views.” Although ACTS never fully embraced Douhet as his
“advocacy of mass area bombing at night was at variance with the...concept of daylight
precision bombardment of pinpoint targets,” his general concepts of airpower definitely,
“had an influence on the Tactical School.” In 1933 Major Donald Wilson, an instructor
at the school, considered Douhet’s theory when preparing the Air Force course. Wilson
reasoned, “Far more specific targets in the interior of an enemy’s country should be
designated as the objectives for bomber operations.”’

During the first session of the Air Force course in 1935, Major Harold George
explained how the new method of warfare, “as a relatively untried weapon,” had “altered

the nature” of war.”® “We are not concerned with fighting the last war,” George began,
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“that was done eighteen years ago. We are concerned, however, in determining how
airpower shall be employed in the next war and what constitutes the principles governing
its employment.” He also proposed that the, “advent of airpower brought into existence a
method for prosecution of war which has revolutionized the art and given to air forces a
strategic objective of their own independent of either land or naval forces which can, in
itself, accomplish the purpose of war.”*®

Thus began Quesada’s year of attempted indoctrination, with ACTS fully
espousing independent strategic bombing as the holy grail of the Air Corps. ACTS
considered fighter escort, air superiority, and close air support for ground troops ancillary
missions. Bombers could do it all, but would only need to prioritize the one mission
worth doing: strategic bombardment. One of the only dissidents teaching at ACTS was
Claire Chennault, who criticized the Air Corps’ romance with its self-declared singular
mission. Chennault, whose unorthodox behavior somewhat diminished his argument,
pleaded for a more balanced approach to aerial warfare and promoted fighter employment
in tactical aviation.

In 1934, Chennault’s Air Corps career ground to an abrupt halt when, as an ACTS
instructor, he traveled to Washington to testify before the Howell committee. Clark
Howell, the Atlanta publisher and Chairman of the Federal Aviation Commission, was
conducting an investigation into the developments of airpower. For his briefing topic,
Chennault chose the maneuvers of 1934, a “fiasco of trench warfare run by General C. E.
Kilbourne of the War Department general staff.”®® During the maneuvers, which
simulated an amphibious landing on a hostile coast, Kilbourne canceled interdiction air
missions that would have effectively targeted enemy ships and supply lines. He instead
mandated all aircraft bomb the attackers once they were engaged in trench warfare, which
Chennault remarked, “proved as effective as bean blowers against an armadillo.”*

General Kilbourne showed up at the Howe commission, unannounced, and
defended his air tactic as “the only possible method of bringing the two opposing forces

into contact.” Chennault could not pass up the opportunity and responded, “General, if
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that is the best you can do in the way of planning for future wars, perhaps it is time for
the Air Corps to take over.” In one stroke, Chennault’s active-duty “struggle for
airpower was brief,...but decisive.” A few weeks later, his name “was permanently
removed from the list of officers scheduled to attend Command and General Staff School
(CGSS) at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.” The ACTS hierarchy as well as the Air Corps
marginalized him; however, fighter operations in the China-Burma-India Theater would
later vindicate Chennault and validate his ideas.®

Although Quesada was more politically sensitive than Chennault, he likewise
maintained a balanced view of independent bombing theory and recognized the primacy
of other missions such as air interdiction. His response to dramatic claims on both sides
of the argument was more subdued. For example, Quesada felt strategic bombing, “was
overstated then, but it didn’t result in me getting in any debate at Maxwell. 1 did not
become a jealous advocate of it either way.”®® Unlike his fellow classmates, who wrote
theses almost exclusively on bomber theory, Quesada instead exercised broader thinking
by addressing the growing turmoil in Europe.

After Quesada finished his year at Maxwell, he moved to Fort Leavenworth for
another year of military schooling, this time at the CGSS. The Leavenworth school was a
watershed in any officer’s career and Quesada managed a slot through the influence of
his previous boss, General Andrews. There were 237 in his class; 35 were from the Air
Corps.®* Just as the Air Corps was air-centric, CGSS provided a traditional Army
education. CGSS only allotted two days in the curriculum for airpower, and both focused
on tactical support of ground forces. Nevertheless, Quesada upheld his balanced view of
operations between air and ground forces and decided, “future war will require all sorts
of arrangements between the air and ground, and the two will have to work closer than a
lot of people think or want.”®®

Quesada also spent time with several army officers who would later gain great
fame during the war. Maurice Rose, who would later earn the accolade “top armored

commander in the Army” from his corps commander, spent a fair amount of off-duty
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time with Quesada and “exchanged ideas about the value of close air support.”®

Quesada and Rose also worked together in class and once solved a tactical problem
where an armored column, separated from the main body, was under attack. Their
interaction confirmed Quesada’s notion of airpower employment. They spent much of
their off-duty time discussing air-ground cooperation.

Although Quesada’s thinking may not have been popular among senior airmen at
the time, his convictions would prove accurate over the next few years. Although
Quesada was academically somewhere in the middle of both ACTS and CGSS, his
unique military service up to this point combined with the broad lessons he took from
school produced an officer that came to his own convictions about how airpower should
be employed. In addition, Quesada’s time as an aide likely gave him political
sensitivities that others lacked. Although he would agree with most of Chennault’s ideas
on airpower, Quesada likely understood that burning bridges rarely helped his case.
Quesada left CGSS in the spring of 1937 and looked forward to going somewhere he
could apply these ideas.

Early Operational Assignments

Quesada’s first assignment after school was in an operational billet with the First
Bombardment Squadron, located at Mitchel Field in Long Island, New York. Quesada,
now a captain, was “terribly happy being at Mitchel Field,” although he was also used to
working alone as a flying aide and would have to make some personal adjustments.®” His
initiative and independent nature, clearly beneficial in his previous jobs, at times was a
hindrance when working as part of a team. Quesada’s commander Major Duncan noted
on his efficiency report that he was “a very capable officer with a wide range of varied
experience,” and that “due to much of his service having been on duties where he worked
independently or directly in charge of the activity, he is used to acting on his own
decisions. Increased service in tactical units is believed desired to develop a greater

sense of cooperation and teamwork.”®® Highlighting Quesada’s independent nature,
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Duncan’s evaluation predicted some interpersonal problems that Quesada would work
through during his early years of command.

Quesada left Mitchel Field in June 1938 on a special assignment with the Army
diplomatic corps in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Along with Martin B-10s and several
fighter aircraft, Argentina had purchased the production rights to Wright Whirlwind
engines and needed help bringing together all these complex elements of the larger buy.
Quesada forged a key relationship with his supervisor, Major Joe Cannon, who would
later become an Army Air Forces major general during the invasion of Italy; Quesada
would seek his advice on tactical fighter operations in the months leading up to the
invasion of Normandy. For the next six months Quesada helped “the Argentines develop
a maintenance system, a supply system, a blind-flying system, helped them to be able to
produce operations order and things like that.”®® Since the Argentines are “a quite proud
people and at times most very sensitive,” Quesada had the opportunity to apply his
diplomatic skills.”

After Argentina, Henry “Hap” Arnold ordered Quesada to Washington for a
position as head of the Foreign Liaison and promoted him to major on the spot. Quesada
was reluctant to be back in a staff environment, but he made the most of it. His new
position was not well defined and Arnold left him alone to do the job as he saw fit.
America’s future European allies were gearing up for war, Washington was a flurry of
activity. Quesada was in a good position to see this, and not all of it was pleasant.

Although they classified their actual production rates, by 1939 the Germans had
built a substantial air force and the US as well as the rest of Europe was justifiably
concerned. The Condor Legion’s support of the Nationalists during the Spanish Civil
War and Germany’s Blitzkrieg through Poland heralded the Luftwaffe’s arrival. In
preparation for possible war, Arnold’s staff was busy predicting Germany’s production
rates versus Britain and France. British capacity was higher than Germany’s through
early 1939, but by October, Germany would match the British at around 800 aircraft built
monthly. US predictions then showed Germany leaving the limited British production

rates in the dust. By January 1940, the Germans could theoretically build 2000 aircraft
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monthly, compared to 900 for the British. Projections for September showed Germany
building 4,700 aircraft to Britain’s 1350; this would also be France’s best month at a
meager 700."

Arnold used flawed statistics such as these to justify broad Air Corps support of
the British. When Arnold “barged off to England,” he took Quesada along and together
they “had a whole book of things that we were supposed to bring up on the agenda and
have done.”’? On one of the trips they visited some Eagle Squadrons, which contained
Americans who volunteered to fly for the RAF. Arnold noted the British had some
trouble with the Americans: “too many prima donnas.””® Arnold, with Quesada assisting,
reached several agreements on Air Corps and RAF cooperation. Quesada was at the
nexus of this activity and *“set in motion many of the programs that flowed from the
agreement.” This included transferring aircraft to Great Britain, training RAF pilots in
Air Corps schools, and in general “arranging for people to administer the Air Corps’
portion of the Lend-Lease plan.” Quesada was gaining valuable insight into the
workings of the Air Corps by working closely with its chief.

Over the next few years, Quesada immersed himself in the Air Corps’ effort to
maintain its own growth in spite of the growing demand for aircraft overseas. After the
Germans began bombing London in the Battle of Britain, President Roosevelt ordered the
Air Corps production cycle reduced by 8,586 aircraft and instead directed aviation
manufacturers to give priority to British orders. Arnold, along with the rest of the Air
Corps, was not pleased and narrowly avoided open defiance; he slowed implementation
of Roosevelt’s policy by manipulating the already considerable bureaucracy within the
procurement process. Quesada often found himself stuck between the competing
interests of Roosevelt and Arnold; he had to walk a thin line between the two. Quesada

apparently succeeded, as his supervisor Colonel Robert Candee called him “a splendid
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officer of fine character and delightful personality...is loyal, versatile, zealous,
industrious, persistent, and impulsive.”"

Although the diplomatic aspect of his assignment was certainly useful, Quesada
still yearned for an operational assignment. Finally, in the summer of 1941, the Air
Corps faced an acute shortage of lieutenant colonels and colonels; Quesada had his
chance to command. That July, Arnold gave Quesada command of the Thirty-third
Fighter Group at Mitchel Field. Quesada was thoroughly enjoying his time in command
when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.™

On 7 December 1941, the US was finally shocked into action. As a defensive
measure in case the Germans also attacked the US, politicians and military leaders
ordered a defense of the eastern seaboard. Quesada’s group deployed to Philadelphia,
where it served as the city’s air defense force alongside the Navy and Coast Guard’s
defense of the waterline to the east. As is often common during knee-jerk reactions
following a traumatic event, the somewhat paranoid Coast Artillery spotlights highlighted
any and every aircraft in the sky. Quesada was concerned about the spotlights blinding
his pilots. He argued to the local artillery commander, Brigadier General Sanderford
Jarman, that he should change the searchlight protocols before they caused an accident’”

Jarman ignored Quesada’s advice. As fate would have it, in early June “they
turned a searchlight on a young kid in a P-40, who had very little flying time,” and as he

»78

was, “coming in to land...cracked up.””® Quesada was infuriated by this preventable

accident. He later acknowledged that having to write the next of kin and inform them of
the senseless loss of their son, “was the hardest thing | ever did during the whole war.”"
Partly because of his anger, but also characteristic of his somewhat disdainful nature,
Quesada issued a written order three days after the accident banning the searchlights.
“Largely my own fault,” Quesada later admitted, “I got into a hell of a jam down there.”
His order stated, “German airplanes can’t even get across the English Channel, so we

shouldn’t worry about German airplanes getting across the Atlantic Ocean.”®°
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Quesada’s order to Coastal Artillery Command, however, was an infringement on
Jarman’s command authority. Jarman sought to court martial the arrogant major. News
of the accusation reached Chief of Staff George Marshall, who sent his own inspector-
general to investigate. The investigator concluded that although Quesada did act in haste,
Jarman was also at fault in his improper use of the searchlights. Making it clear that he
had better things to focus on, Marshall rebuked both officers and closed the matter.®

Although Quesada occasionally showed more initiative than the situation
warranted, senior leaders took note of his enthusiasm. Marshall, who knew Quesada as a
“bright, energetic officer,” understood that the imminent war required young leaders with
stamina.?? The future, he would constantly remind his own staff, “is not a game for the
unimaginative plodder.”® Marshall later reflected, “It took a great deal of vigor in order
to lead the mobilization of this vast Army which we were starting to build up.”®* Only 38
years old, Quesada would be one of these officers. General Arnold quickly moved him
through the next three ranks to brigadier general by the fall of 1942.%

Cutting Teeth in Operation TORCH

Brigadier General Quesada took command of the 1% Air Defense Wing (ADW) on
12 December 1942. The 1 ADW, originally located at Mitchel Field, New York, set sail
for North Africa one month later on 13 January 1943. Quartered as a passenger on the SS
Ancon, Quesada saw the Battle for the Atlantic first-hand; after a short chase, on 26
January a destroyer sunk a submarine one mile off the Ancon’s port beam. Quesada and
the rest of his wing disembarked at Mers El Kabir, Algeria, on 27 January 1943. The port
city was a portrait of chaos as the Allies were arriving in droves. Quesada and his wing
walked mostly uphill for an hour before finding trucks that eventually took them to Oran

station. After a four hour wait and another five mile walk, they arrived at the bivouac

8 Frisbee, Makers of the United States Air Force, 185.

8 Hughes, Overlord, 81.

8 Jack Uldrich, Soldier, Statesman, Peacemaker: Leadership Lessons from George C. Marshall (New
York, NY: AMACOM, 2005), 159.

8 George C. Marshall, George C. Marshall: Interviews and Reminisces for Forrest C. Pogue (Lexington,
Virginia: George C. Marshall Research Foundation, 1991), 477.

® Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 103

22


http:stamina.82
http:matter.81

area, “thoroughly exhausted and hungry.”® Still, they were fortunate; the Battle of the
Atlantic culminated that spring, with U-boats sinking 627,000 tons of merchant shipping.
In March, forty German submarines attacked convoy SC122 and HX1229, “sinking
twenty-one vessels for the loss of one U-boat.” At least Quesada and his men made it:
many others had not.?’

In a way, Quesada was representative of the collective US military effort at the
time: young, capable, but inexperienced in combat. The US Army Air Forces (USAAF)
arrived in the Middle East none too soon as it “was probably the lowest ebb of British
fortunes in the theater.”® The British had been fighting the “accordion war,” back and
forth with the Germans for the past two years, and desperately needed American
assistance to tip the balance in their favor.®® Still, when the Allies planned Operation
TORCH for 8 November 1942, the British were combat hardened and the US was not.
They were about to learn some hard lessons in North Africa at places such as Kasserine
Pass. Similarly, Quesada’s experience in North Africa would take a talented but arrogant
young officer and forge a mature general ready for increased responsibility.

The USAAF would face many challenges during desert operations in North
Africa. First, the air arm’s strategic bombardment theory, much stressed during ACTS,
would have to wait until 1944; there was neither industry nor infrastructure in North
Africa worth targeting. Second, USAAF aircraft were ill-suited for the austere desert
operations, with poor landing fields causing such severe damage to aircraft that at one
point “all activities, including flying, were severely curtailed.” Finally and most
important, command and control issues between the British and Americans were
hindering operational success and had to be resolved.”

At the Casablanca conference in January 1943, the Allies decided to reorganize

the command structure. General Bernard Montgomery, “who witnessed the superior
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effectiveness of unified air control in tactical air support operations,” insisted Anglo-
American contingent in North Africa similarly centralize their combined operations.”
Tooey Spaatz, Northwest African Air Forces commander, set up a new air command
structure. In mid-March, he convened all his general officers to work out the new
assignments. Quesada was still young and his immature and somewhat arrogant
personality occasionally got the better of him; it would now cause some friction, yet at
the same time would also have some unexpected positive effects.

The Americans argued that their superior numbers indicated that they should take
the senior positions. The British alternatively argued that they were the more
experienced force and that they should therefore command these positions. At this point
Quesada jumped in, “Let’s examine the experience that the British say they have,”
Quesada intervened, “The only precise way that | know (of) measuring is referring back
to Dunkirk, Singapore, Crete, and Greece.” Several jaws dropped. Spaatz quickly
defused the tense situation with “Take it easy Pete, that’s all right.”®?

Quesada’s outburst had two ramifications. First, he altered Maori Coningham’s
opinion of him. Coningham, who would soon take command of the Northwest African
Tactical Air Force, previously held disdain for Quesada, considering him a “double-
barrel jerk.”® He also, however, had “tremendous dislike of...the leadership that the
British Army had displayed” and “applauded warmly” at Quesada’s comment.**
Coningham also appreciated the young general’s candor. Quesada later recalled that
from this point on they “became everlasting friends.”® Second, Spaatz realized that
Quesada needed mentoring from a senior officer; the next time he made an abrupt
comment it might not work out so well for him.

As part of the reorganization, Spaatz named Air Vice Marshal Hugh Lloyd the
Northwest African Coastal Air Force (NACAF) commander. NACAF was responsible

for “the air defense of North Africa, air-sea reconnaissance, anti-submarine operations,
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and the protection of friendly and destruction of enemy shipping.”®® It commanded the
RAF 323, 325, and 328 Wings, XI1 Fighter Command, 1% and 2™ Air Defense Wings,
and 350" Fighter Group.®” Spaatz implored Lloyd select Quesada as his deputy.
Although Lloyd had a more experienced general in mind, Spaatz was insistent. Lloyd
relented and agreed to mentor Quesada. Quesada relinquished command of the 1% ADW
on 12 March and assumed his new position on the 22"%.% Although this agreement was
stressful for Lloyd, Quesada would blossom under the experienced and tolerant
commander. Someone with less patience probably would have replaced Quesada.”

Spaatz was wise to pair young Quesada with an experienced mentor. Although he
gained valuable experience quickly, Quesada’s personality often caused problems. On
one occasion, Quesada showed an ugly side while inspecting the American 81% Fighter
Group. Quesada disliked the “phlegmatic” personality of one of the squadron
commanders, Major Alex Jamieson. Quesada recommended that Colonel Kenneth Wade,
the group commander, relieve Jamieson. Wade defended Jamieson as “the quiet type, all
right, but he always gets the job done, inspires loyalty, and | am too short of qualified
personnel to summarily fire someone in a critically important position.” Quesada soon
thereafter summarily fired Wade. In a twist of events, Jamieson later rendered
outstanding service when he “helped sink a U-boat, successfully defended an attack on
Algiers port, and downed numerous German fighters.” Quesada flew in to the unit with
Lloyd and both personally congratulated Jamieson on his success. The group saw
Quesada as both petty and hypocritical.*®

Hugh Lloyd became personally concerned when Quesada breached the chain of
command by complaining directly to Spaatz over a command issue. Quesada and Lloyd
had been arguing over the organization of subordinate units. Lloyd wanted to place
British commanders, with American deputies, at each combined unit. Quesada felt this
would deny American officers any opportunity to command; he went directly to Spaatz
over the issue. To his credit, Spaatz “loathed national parochialism” and settled the
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matter in an unbiased fashion. Quesada’s argument actually carried weight and in the
end, Spaatz decided Americans would lead certain units. This victory still cost Quesada
as Lloyd later wrote his wife that he “should have taken the older general to be my
assistant.”*™*

Quesada made progress, however, and soon grew out of his occasional bouts of
immaturity and insubordination. More importantly, he learned valuable air-ground
operational lessons that would serve him well in Normandy. Demonstrating a growing
maturity, Quesada had no problem yielding command to someone in a better position. In
fact, it was in North Africa “that Quesada’s willingness to adjust command arrangements
to the needs of the battle first caught the attention of Eisenhower.”*% While at
Casablanca, Quesada at one point handed over operational control of a B-24 anti-
submarine wing to the navy “on the simple grounds that this scheme was likely to be
more effective.”'® This account offers fair evidence that Quesada was more concerned
with mission success than in maintaining service-centric control of all forces; he would
also delegate command later in Europe when it similarly made sense.

One of Coastal’s primary missions, preventing enemy resupply by sea, was
crucial to driving the Axis out of Tunisia. Quesada’s primary targets were harbors and
convoys. Tankers were among the most lucrative targets as oil was always in short
supply. By “destroying his air force, and disrupting his supply lines,” NACAF would
prevent the Nazis from evacuating their forces and bringing off a “Dunkirk.”*** Thirty
years after the war Quesada recounted the importance of this mission, “If we did anything
right it was a prevention of any ship getting across the Mediterranean to Rommel. We
didn’t let a damn ship get across to him in a month, not a ship. We sank every goddamn
ship that ever was sent out—and more.”*%°

Submarines were often difficult for NACAF to find, but Quesada knew someone
who developed a working solution. Eddie Gary, a childhood friend of Quesada’s, had

determined “the way to get a submarine is, once it’s located forget about all the other
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submarines and never let it get away.” Given the submarine’s maximum submerged
speed of seven knots, airplanes would circle in an expanding radius from the last known
position until it eventually surfaced. The seemingly simple technique of focusing on only
one submarine was the key. Quesada later remarked, “By God, the British adopted it; our
Navy adopted it; and it worked.” Several B-24s were using the technique successfully
and “slaughtering submarines in the Atlantic.” However, these Liberators did not operate
in the Mediterranean. It was Quesada, through his friendship with Gary, who brought
this successful technique to NACAF.®

After a long, arduous, yet ultimately successful struggle to dislodge the Nazis
from Tunisia, the Allies finally began making their way up the islands towards Italy.
During Operation CORKSCREW, the invasion of Pantelleria, senior airmen saw their
opportunity to vindicate strategic bombardment. Pantelleria would offer “unmistakable
proof of the power of air bombardment to force a defended area to capitulate.”’
Quesada did not share this sentiment. Flying his P-40 in several attacks during
CORKSCREW, Quesada watched countless bombers attempt to pummel the small
islands into oblivion. For all the fanfare, the bombs did little to dislodge the islands’
defenders. The Italian government had strengthened the natural defenses of Pantelleria;
its over 100 gun emplacements “hewn from rock” were nearly impregnable. When the
dust cleared, enemy troops emerged surprisingly intact from their bunkers.

As Allied ground forces swarmed the islands on 11 June, however, it was unclear
if air or ground power was more responsible for their capitulation. “Enthusiastic airmen”
affirmed that “the operation offered proof that no place and no force could stand up under
prolonged and concentrated air bombardment.”*®® Many cited Lampedusa Island as a
total aerial victory, as the small island temporarily surrendered to a lost RAF pilot who
had set down looking for directions.’®® Army ground commanders, on the other hand,

held that none of the islands had the means to resist and would have surrendered anyway
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in the face of superior ground forces. Quesada held a balanced view and avoided the
controversy. Years later he reflected, “CORKSCREW was operational wasted effort.”*'

Quesada did gain valuable experience in North Africa, however, and on 27 June
Coastal Defense’s radar screens illuminated a massive enemy effort to intercept convoy
TEDWORTH, a forty-two-ship flotilla in the Sicilian Straits. Dispatching planes from
RAF Group 242, Quesada did not realize at the time how massive the German effort
would become. After the third surge of enemy aircraft materialized, the RAF was
running low on fuel and reinforcements were not yet airborne. Quesada faced a difficult
decision; he could either keep the escort on station with the possibility of several of them
running out of fuel or send them home and leave the vital convoy unprotected. Quesada
decided that the RAF would defend the convoy until the last possible moment and would
only send home aircraft in pairs, thus keeping the flotilla protected as long as possible.
He simultaneously scrambled relief aircraft. In the end, Coastal downed eight enemy to
two P-39s lost, and more importantly none of the three waves of Axis aircraft seriously
damaged any of the ships. Spaatz praised Quesada’s quick action in defense of
TEDWORTH; “it reflects great credit to your men and you personally...I am very
pleased with your progress.” This was a great moment of personal and professional
growth for Quesada, and it would not be his last.***

Operation HUSKY, however, initially suffered from great confusion and provided
Quesada with a much greater appreciation for air-ground communications. On one night
in early July, the 52" Troop Carrier Wing provided 144 C-47s laden with approximately
2,000 paratroopers from the 504™ Regimental Combat Team. The C-47s took off from
Tunisian airfields, but soon poor weather and planning severely hampered their airborne
operations, making it extremely difficult for the pilots to find their drop zones. Even
worse, anxious gunners on both American and British ships often mistook these aircraft
for the enemy and fired indiscriminately. “Both friend and foe” combined their efforts
and the corridor of approach to the drop zone “became alive with the deadly machine gun
fire and heavy flak.”*** Twenty-three aircraft failed to return and over half sustained

significant damage. “Every plane that came over us was fired upon because we could not
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identify it,” one corporal explained. “The safest place for us tonight while over Sicily,”
one pilot said, “would have been over enemy territory.”3

The wounded aircraft soon jammed the radio waves in Coastal Air Forces’s air-
sea rescue operations center in Tunisia; they were desperate for help. The station was
completely overwhelmed and had to divert roughly half the contacts to a neighboring
facility. Their quick action managed to recover some eighty-seven aircraft. Only four
planes were beyond help and likely crashed into the sea. Quesada drew valuable lessons
from the airborne debacle and cabled Spaatz a week later with his lessons learned.
“Although the operation was ill-conceived and ill-planned,” he wrote, “it has served a
useful learning purpose.” In his estimation, the effort to recover the planes safely
“showed the value of our equipment.”*** The incident also reflected well on Quesada
personally, as he remained calm throughout the entire episode and even commented on
the *“sing-songey R/T” procedures that “attested to the fact that an American transport or
bomber pilot was calling. Fighter pilots don’t use that sort of R/T—and get away with
it.” > Although the USAF takes air-ground communications for granted today, at the
time Quesada was clearly breaking new ground.

Quesada remained with Coastal Air Forces through the Salerno landings during
Operation Avalanche. By this time the Allies had gained air superiority and “the move to
the mainland represented a continuation of what Allied Air forces were already doing.”**®
After these landings, Coastal Command had largely completed its mission as there were
few enemy submarines remaining and Axis shipping was exhausted. Quesada had used
this time to improve his dealings with both subordinates and superiors. Even Hugh Lloyd
saw the change, believing that his “previous concerns about my deputy were unfounded.
He is, in fact, a splendid leader.”**’" Spaatz was soon gutting Coastal Command’s units

for other missions and Ira Eaker began looking for a new position for Quesada in
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England. Spaatz had watched Quesada mature in the desert and agreed that his
operational experience would continue to serve the Allies well.

Quesada’s overall experience in North Africa was priceless; he had the rare
opportunity of overcoming personality defects in a relatively forgiving environment. He
was extremely fortunate to have the extremely patient LIoyd as a mentor. Clearly, he
needed the guidance; there is substantial historical evidence that Quesada was
overbearing and arrogant. When Dr. Tom Hughes researched material for his book
Overlord, he spoke with fourteen former pilots of the 81% Fighter Group in North Africa.
They sought Hughes out specifically to register their collective distaste for Quesada,
some fifty years after the incidents took place. “General Quesada was an egotistical
S.0.B,” “great on public relations, but didn’t give a damn about junior officers or enlisted
men,” and “Quesada was an unmitigated ass” were typical comments. Hughes later
interviewed Quesada, who claimed he could not remember details of the incidents related
to these comments.**®

In addition to becoming a more mature person, Quesada solidified some of his
ideas on airpower. His experience with NACAF gave him an appreciation of the
operational-level effects that air interdiction can achieve. Meanwhile, strategic bombing
advocates such as Arnold and Spaatz drew their desired lessons regarding Pantelleria.
Quesada took a more balanced view, however, and acknowledged that while airpower
softened the islands up, the army still had to put boots on the ground before it capitulated.
Finally, Quesada was learning new applications of technology; his radar and
communications experience from HUSKY would pay dividends when setting up his

headquarters at Middle Wallop. Quesada was indeed ready for prime time.

Preparing for Operation OVERLORD

In September 1943, Quesada arrived in England and reported to Major General
Lewis Brereton, Ninth Air Force Commander. Quesada assumed control of IX Fighter
Command and immediately set to work planning for the D-Day invasion next summer.

The Ninth’s two sub-headquarters, the 1X and XIX Tactical Air Commands, owned all
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the fighters and fighter-bombers that would provide Close Air Support (CAS) for
American invasion forces. Quesada was less than a year away from the invasion and had
his work cut out for him. His experience and personal lessons from North Africa would
serve him well in preparing his forces for the Normandy invasion and subsequent
operations throughout France.***

Quesada’s confident personality, uncommon initiative, and personable demeanor
meshed well with his commander’s personal traits and professional interests. Brereton
was more interested in his troop carrier and medium bomber commands, which left
Quesada largely alone to command IX TAC as he saw fit. From his time as a junior
officer, Quesada performed best when not under constant oversight and he took
advantage of the opportunity to prepare his command for the challenges they would face.
In fact, the stark contrast between Quesada’s pervasive initiative and Brereton’s hands-
off nature resulted in several ground generals calling the Ninth “Quesada’s Air Force.”*?

Quesada’s command grew exponentially and transformed several times in the
months leading up to D-Day. On 1 February 1944, General Brereton split off two
commands from IX Fighter Command, the IX Air Support Command (ASC), with
Quesada as commander, and the XI1X ASC, with Major General O. P. Weyland
commanding. On 15 February, Quesada’s IX ASC moved to Middle Wallop, where it
would remain until the invasion.*?* Both Air Support Commands would again change
their organization names to 1X and XIX Tactical Air Commands (TAC) on 18 April.*?

The rapid growth of his command meant Quesada could either remain in the
office, mired in paperwork, or find a competent staff to do the work for him. As Quesada
was not one for anchoring himself to a desk, he chose the latter course and surrounded
himself with subordinates who would support his vision and let him attend to more
important duties. Quesada selected Brigadier General Alvin Kincaid, a quiet and

efficient officer, to be his chief of staff.”®> Colonel Lorry Tindal, who witnessed German
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tactical air operations as an observer prior to Pearl Harbor, served as IX Fighter’s
operations officer.?* Colonel Ray Stecker, a highly-experienced desert-warfare veteran
and Quesada’s representative at the Allied Expeditionary Air Forces (AEAF) Combined
Operations Center in Uxbridge, was one of the few West Point graduates in Quesada’s
command. Quesada did not have anything specifically against West Point graduates, but
neither did they impress him.'?

Rather, Quesada filled his command with those who understood what tactical
airpower could accomplish; those who did not share this vision quickly got on board or
packed their bags. Understanding that his command would support army operations
mainly through interdiction and direct support, Quesada had little time for airmen who
could not let go of strategic bombing theory. Gone were the officers “not up to the rigors
of modern war...men of limited imagination...advocates of interservice partisanship,”
and “those who postponed making decisions.” Furthermore, he was determined to “weed
out the incapable and inefficient.” Quesada was only interested in officers who were
“youthful, creative, energetic, decisive, and sometimes brash and rude.”** Perhaps
subconsciously, in other words, Quesada often chose officers like himself. In any case,
he had neither the time nor inclination to make a man into something he was not.

Quesada’s search for men unbiased in the ways of war highlighted an issue
prevalent at all levels throughout the Allied air effort. The controversy plaguing air
commands was not so much who commanded, but rather what the airplanes themselves
could best accomplish. Some strategic bombing advocates such as Spaatz, Harris, and
Doolittle held that heavy bombers could best aid OVERLORD through a strategic air
offensive. Although admitting the utility of tactical airpower, many held that strategic
bombers could almost single-handedly conduct decisive operations and end the war. As a
result, Eighth Air Force often sought Ninth Air Force’s aircraft to assist with daylight
precision bombing attacks. When able, aircraft from the Ninth supported Eighth Air
Force and were highly effective when they did; however, Quesada refused these requests

when doing so would affect the attainment of his own objectives.
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On the other hand, Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, Commander in Chief of the
AEAF, communicated a more balanced view held by others. Most notable was Air Chief
Marshal Sir Arthur William Tedder, Deputy Supreme Commander under General
Eisenhower. Tedder was a major proponent of tactical airpower and likely drove this
memorandum. In any case, on 10 March Leigh-Mallory wrote Brereton and laid out his
expectations of Ninth Air Force during OVERLORD; Quesada was in complete
agreement with these recommendations. The letter said the greatest contribution the
Ninth could make would be “to attack rail communications, especially shops, sheds,
maintenance facilities, signal systems, junction points, and marshalling yards.” These
target types, of which there were seventy-eight in Northern France and Belgium alone,
were clearly interdiction vice strategic targets. Further, this letter made the unqualified
statement that “the Ninth Air Force is now released from its previous first priority
commitment to assist Eighth Air Force when called upon.” Leigh-Mallory did not
completely cut Ninth Air Force loose, however, and added, “Any available P-47s or P-
38s should be placed at the Eighth’s disposal in support of POINTBLANK.™?" Quesada,
although clearly a proponent of tactical aviation, avoided this intrigue for the most part
and instead focused on how to best prepare his command for the invasion.

The 1X ASC was facing both integration and personnel problems, however, and
by February Quesada was struggling to keep up. With the 1X ASC established at
Uxbridge, fighter groups started arriving in droves. The 70" Wing gained three groups in
February alone: its 358" Fighter Group flew its first mission on the 3rd, the 362d Fighter
Group flew its first on the 8", and the 363d was operational on the 22™. As these fighter
units expanded, “a serious recognition problem developed with the P-51, which, with its
square-cut wing tips, resembled the ME 109.7*?® In spite of repeated warnings,
Thunderbolts continued to engage Mustangs. This not only annoyed Mustang pilots, but
also wreaked havoc with their escort operations. Describing an unfortunate situation

which no doubt gave Quesada a headache, the 356™ Fighter Squadron’s historian writes:

The P-47 pilots were out for blood and forced the squadron to break continually in order
to avoid the possibility of being shot down by these “hot rocks.” Relationships toward
the P-47 pilots were becoming somewhat strained around the Boxted airdrome, and it was
generally considered that perhaps the Thunderbolts should be marked with German
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crosses or at least award their pilots with the Iron Cross for the work they were doing in
disrupting the bomber escorts.*?

In addition to air-to-air issues, Quesada had many air-to-ground problems to
solve. One of the major issues that made effective CAS difficult was a lack of accurate
bombing techniques. Strategic bombing advocates exclusively promoted level-bombing
from high-altitude, which was less accurate and unsuitable for most CAS. Level-
bombing increases Circular Error Probable (CEP) compared to dive-bombing partly due
to an_increase in ground track velocity. Given the same delay, this means either an early
or a late release will result in the bomb landing further from the target when delivered
from a level vice a diving attack. In addition, bombers generally perform level deliveries
from high altitude, which increases weapon time-of-flight and further increases CEP;
strong winds make this effect worse. Finally, flying level and higher makes target
recognition much more difficult. Although level bombing is useful against fixed targets,
it is often ineffective against the smaller and more mobile targets found on the battlefield.

Drawing from his experience in North Africa, Quesada set up a training course in
bombing for fighter pilots; this was the first step in his transformation of fighter units into
fighter-bomber units. The two-week course called for concentrated bombing practice for
tactical groups, and each pilot went on five dive-bombing and five low-level bombing
missions. Furthermore, each squadron had to fly either three dive- or glide-bombing
missions as a unit.** During this time, IX TAC also experimented with rocket

employment.**

Quesada understood that fighters would enjoy a tighter CEP due to the
inherent advantages of dive-bombing over level-bombing. Many pilots resisted his
instruction, however, having grown up watching the spectacular aerial battles of World
War | and absorbing the bomber offensive propaganda. One flyer summarized his
discontent with the new technique in April when he said, “I don’t believe in all this dive-

bombing shit, it ain’t natural.”**

Quesada had to solve institutional disinterest quickly or
this mindset would hamper their operations during the invasion.
Quesada also participated in a lecture series as part of a larger Ninth Air Force

effort to prepare for the summer. In one of these, from 24 to 25 January 1944, Quesada
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gave a lecture titled “The Organization and Operation of the Air Support Command.”*®

His new Signals Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Blair Garland, gave a lecture in the same
series called “Functioning of Radar in Air Support.” Officers from Ninth Air Force
Headquarters, commanding generals of corps and divisions of ground forces, air liaison
officers and key US Navy and RAF personnel attended these lectures. Quesada was
getting his view on air support out to anyone who would listen, most importantly the
army commanders he would soon support.***

Quesada realized good communications go both ways, however, and he sought
advice from others who had already been through these tough problems. Major General
John Cannon, commander of the Mediterranean Allied Tactical Air Force, was a highly

competent and affable commander; he was happy to lend a hand.**

Quesada was also
hoping for tactics manuals, but nobody had the time to write down lessons. He instead
asked Cannon for an exchange of officers. Quesada sent some officers to Italy to observe
tactical operations and Cannon dispatched several of his own pilots to England to help
train the staff at air-support schools. “We’ve got to teach these kids to fly on the deck
and to arm bombs,” he explained to a friend at the air forces’ proving ground in Florida.
We’ve got to figure out the best angles of dive, type of bombs, and release tables if we

want to make any impressions on this war.”*%

Quesada, although self-confident and
aggressive, knew when to ask for help. He also took time to improve his own knowledge
and, along with sixty-five other senior officers, attended an RAF School of Army
Cooperation.™®” Although there was simply not enough time to accomplish all of these
tasks before D-Day, Quesada kept pushing 1X TAC to the limit.

Quesada was also showing improvement on a personal level; he handled problems
much better than during his early days in North Africa. Command experience had
mellowed Quesada since the Jamieson incident and he grew to accept personality types
other than his own. “The more | see of war the more | realize there is a difference

between men.” Quesada impressed his men as a “smart, colorful, and dynamic
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personality-an experienced airman and not just a political appointee.”**® Another said of
him, “I love the guy.” Instead of calling a spade a spade, “he called it a shovel—you had
better get the hell out of the way.”™*® Both his men and those at the top commented
positively on Quesada’s character.

In order to demonstrate his command’s newly developed skills, Quesada
requested permission to attack bridges at both Vernon and Mantes-Gassicourt, France.
These missions would both train his pilots and convince the bomber community of the
effectiveness of fighters in a bomb-dropping role. AEAF agreed, and on 7 May, Quesada
sent eight of his fighter-bombers, each with two one-thousand pound general purpose
(GP) bombs, against the bridge at Vernon. Quesada had trained his fighter-bombers to
begin their initial approach to the target area in a 60-degree dive. They would then roll
out at 200 feet above the ground and release their bombs at an incredibly low 20 feet
before pulling up to only 150 feet. The fighters had to fly their attack parameters exactly
as there was little room for error; “This buzz bombing was made possible through the use
of 8/10 second delay fuses.”**® The fighter-bombers, “in a zero-level attack...completely
destroyed” the bridge at VVernon.*' The Mantes-Gassicourt was “badly damaged and
soon put out of use.”**? Air Chief Marshall Leigh-Mallory, Air Commander-in-Chief,
AEAF, commended the 365™ Fighter Group for its destruction of the Vernon rail bridge.
He said, “My heartiest congratulations on your successful attack on Vernon Bridge
yesterday.”*** “We’ve convinced the Old Man,” Quesada congratulated his staff.*** His
command had performed brilliantly and Quesada himself was due for recognition; three
days later Quesada pinned on Major General.**°

The Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF) stipulated five target types that Ninth
Air Force would “soften up” in the months prior to D-Day. In priority order, the targets

were marshalling yards, coastal batteries, airfields, radar stations, and bridges. The
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historian for X TAC notes how they played “a minor role in the attacks on the radar
stations and coastal batteries,” as, “for the most part our missions were against the other
three targets.”*

During May, airfields rose to the top of Ninth Air Forces priority target list. In
order to ensure Allied forces enjoyed air superiority during the invasion, IX TAC stepped
up attacks on airfields from anywhere near the assault beaches to as far into France as
they could reach.**’ Along with establishing command of the air, the 1X TAC continued
its interdiction missions; trains and lines of communications leading to the Northern
France remained a high priority. On a single day, IX TAC smashed so many trains that
the pilots referred to it as Chattanooga Day in recognition of the Glenn Miller recording
“Chattanooga Choo Choo.”**® During this time, IX TAC stopped painting its aircraft.
They determined that camouflage paint only worked well on the ground; that is, when
hiding parked fighters from enemy air attacks. In the air, it subtracted 10 mph off of a
fighter’s top speed. IX TAC pilots decided, “Since we have such complete air supremacy
camouflage is second in importance to performance.” They stopped painting everything
except the insignia and tail numbers.**°

Although not as visible as paint-schemes, air-to-ground communication was
perhaps the most important innovation IXX TAC contributed to tactical airpower. At the
center of this effort was Colonel Blair Garland, Quesada’s signals officer. Quesada
stationed Garland at Middle Wallop, gave him whatever he needed, and got out of his
way.®® Garland brought in several experienced technicians and radar experts, several of
whom he had worked with when assigned as the officer in charge of all communications
for OVERLORD. Garland had constructed an elaborate plan whereby air support parties
embedded with the assault forces would communicate through ships to Uxbridge in
England, but maintained a backup of visual signals in the case of communications

failure.®® On one occasion, Garland’s signal technicians needed to fly to New York and
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retrieve two transmitters, but red tape was holding them up. Quesada produced $460
from his own pocket and solved the problem on the spot.**?

Garland’s communications system was important, but Quesada also made sure
that the human aspect of communications was up to standards. In order to ensure smooth
coordination, IX TAC both received Ground Liaison Officers (GLO) from the army and
sent Air Support Parties (ASP) in return. The GLOs were army personnel assigned to
Quesada’s staff and lower echelons all the way down to the group level. Their mission
was to help the air force develop a full picture of the ground situation, brief air crews
prior to takeoff, and disseminate mission reports taken from pilots during debriefs to the
appropriate ground commander. The GLOs worked closely with air force S-2s and S-3s
to make sure they were on the same page as intelligence and operations planners. The
GLOs attended the same two-week RAF School of Army Cooperation that Quesada
did.**®

The ASPs represented the other crucial half of the human equation. These parties,
complementing what the GLOs did for the air force, would serve army corps, divisions,
and regimental combat teams. Their functions included helping army commanders and
personnel formulate air strike requests. These parties usually had a pilot in the mix; their
understanding of the airpower perspective was key to giving ground commanders advice
on what aircraft could and could not do. Each party also carried mobile ground-to-
ground and ground-to-air communications equipment in order to coordinate with other
ground units and airborne aircraft.**

Quesada’s command was the first to employ the Microwave Early Warning
(MEW) Radar, which represented a quantum leap in technology over the longer
wavelength radars then in use. The MEW’s shorter frequencies were a much higher
resolution and could make out individual aircraft at much greater ranges than
contemporary radars. The only downside was the MEW’s bulky size, which is likely
why they were not prevalent early in the campaign. Garland learned of the MEW from a

staff member who worked on it while at MIT, and informed Quesada, who managed to
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find space for it on the invasion ships early enough that they would arrive in theater on
D+2.155

As D-Day approached, Quesada along with his command was well-prepared for
the invasion, so much so, in fact, that Brereton had him brief the entire Ninth Air Force
portion of the plan at the overall OVERLORD briefing on 15 May. He would mostly
focus on Operation NEPTUNE, which covered operations beginning with the Normandy
landings on 6 June and continuing through the end of the month. In front of Prime
Minister Churchill, Field Marshall Jan Christiaan Smuts, Eisenhower, Montgomery,
Tedder, Admiral Ramsey, Leigh-Mallory, and Sir Alan Brooke among others, the forty-
year old Quesada took the stage. Not only did he brief the intricacies of Ninth TAC’s
plan, but he also briefed the 1X Troop Transport Command and IX Bomber Command’s
portion, which was clearly above his pay grade: such was Brereton’s confidence in him.
Quesada did not disappoint and nailed the briefing. At one point Quesada appeared to be
on thin ice. Major General Lawton Collins, VII Corps Commander, had asked him about
the presence of German fighters. Quesada dismissed his concerns with, “there isn’t going
to be any German air force there.” **® At that point, Churchill himself stepped in with,
“You are very confident...at least that is a great asset.”

The “Ninth Air Force Plan for Operation NEPTUNE,” initially published on 26
April 1944, was modified right up to D-Day. The portion directing IX TAC was likewise
refined and allocated groups according to mission: five groups for “high cover assault
beach area,” two groups for “shipping cover,” six groups for “air cooperation,” and five
groups in “reserve.” The plan directed RAF aircraft to provide low cover between three
and five thousand feet, which meant XX TAC’s P-47 owned high cover between eight and
fifteen thousand feet. P-38s, chosen partly “because the relative ease of their
identification would afford a guarantee against friendly fire,” would provide shipping
route cover.

The air cooperation aircraft would operate in accordance with the Joint Air Forces
tasks of: “(1) protecting the cross-Channel movement against air attack, (2) preparing the

way for the assault by neutralizing coast and beach defenses, (3) protecting the beaches
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from air attack, (4) reducing the enemy’s ability to mount effective counter attacks, and
(5) providing full air-ground cooperation in the advance of the ground forces from the
assault beach head.” Finally, reserve aircraft would be under air alert during the initial
assault period. These squadrons, already airborne, would patrol each beach with tactical
direction from the headquarters ship. They would “attack defense targets which the main
bombing operations had not neutralized, and which were seen from the air to be
interfering with the actual landing of our forward troops.” This gargantuan plan ensured
Quesada’s IX TAC would have its hands full.*>’

On D-Day, 6 June 1944, IX TAC flew 1,431 sorties in support of the invasion, its
largest sortie count to date. Poor weather, which helped obscure the approaching
convoys, hampered both Allied and German operations.™® Beginning at dawn IX TAC
fighters flew extensive convoy control, but found few Germans in the air. At one point
fighters flying convoy cover, “reported sighting and chasing off three FW 190s.” Ninth
Air Force kills of the day were limited to “two enemy aircraft destroyed by mediums and
three destroyed and one damaged by reconnaissance aircraft.”**° 1X TAC flew an
additional 624 sorties in bombing and armed reconnaissance missions, attacking “bridges,
gun batteries, railroad culverts and embankments, motor transports, marshalling yards,
troop concentrations and targets of opportunity.” These interdiction missions held off
much-needed German reinforcement to the landing beaches.*® At least the Allies had air
superiority for the landings; Quesada’s prediction was proven mostly correct.

Unfortunately, the invasion faced significant problems that threatened the Allied
ability to establish a secure beachhead on Omaha. This gave Quesada another
opportunity to think quickly on his feet. The more than 6 million pounds of bombs
dropped by heavy bombers in support of the invasion landed long due to blind bombing
through the weather. Naval guns were largely ineffective in disabling the batteries along
the cliff walls. As a result, many German emplacements were unharmed, and they raked
the beaches with artillery and gunfire. Closer to home, Quesada’s Air Support Parties

were decimated along with their accompanying assault forces as they set foot on shore.
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When Colonel Garland finally managed to get ashore at 1700 hours, he landed under
heavy fire and was lucky to survive. Unfortunately, the Germans destroyed both of his
two truck-mounted radios.'®* The elaborate shore-to-ship communications plan crumbled
in the face of confusion. Back at Uxbridge, radar operators, controllers, and generals
alike struggled to make sense of the confusion and were quickly overwhelmed. Quesada
tried to redirect his fighters from Utah to Omaha, but “Uxbridge was too cumbersome for

the fast-paced battle.”®

Quesada had to find a fix and fast.

After gaining permission from Brereton, Quesada boldly redirected all fighter
control from Uxbridge to his smaller and more efficient center at Middle Wallop. The
network in Middle Wallop ran directly to radio towers on the Isle of Wight, where direct
line-of-sight radio contact with Army headquarters ships as well as airborne fighters was
possible.'®® This was an immense gamble, since a total breakdown of fighter
communications during the most massive Allied invasion of the war could have
catastrophic consequences. Quesada’s gamble paid off, however, and along with
scrambling additional fighters to pave the way for the invasion, control of tactical fighters
went up several orders of magnitude.'®*

Beginning at 0600 on 7 June, Quesada ensured continual coverage over the
beaches. One of IX TAC’s squadrons flew overhead targets in the Aure River-Bayeux-
Airel area at all times. Late the previous night, the V Corps commanding general had
requested, “continuous fighter-bomber support to search out and attack enemy artillery
firing on Omaha beaches.” Quesada’s response was as subtle as Thor’s Hammer. His
squadrons, which rotated out every 30 minutes, smashed gun positions “as they have
taken heavy toll on beach Omaha.” Throughout the day, IX TAC flew thirty-five
squadron strength missions; 467 aircraft attacked “targets of opportunity with 1,000
pound GP bombs and frag clusters,” including six bridges near Carentan. The overall
sortie count for 7 June was 1,594. This broke the record IX TAC had just set the day

before.1®°
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Quesada successfully demonstrated his capacity for quick thinking during one of
the most dramatic combat operations in America’s history. Instead of allowing the chaos
to paralyze him, Quesada demonstrated the courage of his convictions and in so doing
saved countless lives on the ground. On 8 June, Brereton praised Quesada’s command.
“On seven June groups of your command furnished close continuous support to the
Omaha beachhead area. The situation there was critical and the excellent attacks and
continuous support rendered by you restored a delicate situation.” Quesada added to his
commanders, “History may show they saved the day.”*

Demonstrating his preference for leading from the front, on 7 June Quesada flew
his fighter behind the beach and personally inspected the situation. He established his
headquarters in Normandy a mere four days after the invasion and sent Ninth Air Force
the succinct message, “Headquarters IX Tactical Air Command established on continent
effective 10™ 1530 June 1944. Middle Wallop becoming rear headquarters IX Tactical
Air Command at same time.”**’

During the crucial battles for Carentan and later Cherbourg, it was vital that
Quesada not wall himself off from the fight in an ivory tower. To determine how best to
direct his fighters, he had to maintain a close relationship with those he supported. This
dedication to mission combined with his unique personality allowed Quesada to forge an
incredibly close relationship with General Omar Bradley, First Army commander, during
the invasion. Quesada never passed up the opportunity to fly his personal P-38 to all of
his airfields; he felt this was necessary to motivate his airmen and review tactical
procedures. His positive attitude was infectious as even Bradley noted, “Your airmen
reflect your enthusiasm.”*®®

One of the great boosts to their cooperation was a shared vision. Both Bradley
and Quesada “had a common zeal to win the war and to ignore the bitter history of air-

ground animosity.”**® They set up their command posts right next to each other,
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separated only by a hedgerow “so a single bomb could not kill both of us.”*"® “We spent
an awfully [sic] lot of time together in Normandy, and we never once had a substantial
disagreement.”*”* The two men held great respect for each other. After his tank columns
first broke through the German lines, Bradley noted to General Arnold, “Quesada was a
peach to work with, because he was not only willing to try everything that would help us,
but he inspired his whole command with his desire to such an extent that these youngsters
now do almost the impossible whenever they think we need help.”*"?

Quesada greatly respected Bradley’s leadership style in dealing with both the 1X
TAC and his own army troops. “Bradley was not my commander...he never attempted to
be my commander,” Quesada said. “He would use a great persuasion to have our forces
used in a manner that was obviously directed to the assistance of his, and | found nothing
wrong with that,” Quesada continued. “I found everything right with it.”*"®* Bradley
likewise showed respect for Quesada and his forces, as he “recognized clearly that we
had a knowledge of our arm that he did not have.”*"

One of the ways in which Quesada fostered this relationship was by personally
resolving major issues. Approximately one month after D-Day, Quesada was having
breakfast with Bradley when the latter produced a letter from the VV Corps commander.
The corps commander said German air action had stopped them dead in their tracks and
they could not move forward. Quesada held his tongue. After breakfast, Quesada
stormed to his command post and demanded details of the engagement. Upon further
research, it turned out that it was only a two-ship of German fighters that had strafed a
regimental command post, causing very light damage and one minor injury. He also
collected the latest numbers of the overall air effort up to this point. Quesada found
Bradley later in the day and said, “I would like to get to the bottom of this because it is

obviously important to you otherwise you wouldn't have brought it up."*"

Quesada,
Bradley, V Corps Commander Gerow, and division commander Gearheart then rode a

jeep down to the regiment that originated the message. In front of his superiors and

170 McManus, The Americans at Normandy, 153.

171 James Carafano, Gl Ingenuity, Improvisation, Technology, and Winning World War 11 (Westport, CN:
Praeger Security International, 2006), 157.

172 Arnold, Hargis, and Pavlovic, US Commanders in World War 11, 56.

173 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 165.

174 Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 165.

17> Quesada, interview by Long and Stevenson, K239.0512-838, 167.

43



Quesada, the regimental commander complained that two German aircraft strafed one
half-track and wounded their cook. This was his justification for being unable to
prosecute the attack. Bradley’s jaw dropped.

Quesada, possessing natural showmanship, took the card with the latest numbers
out of his pocket, and proceeded to rattle off all of the thousands of tons of bombs
dropped, millions of rounds st